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 MR. CANNING'S RHYMING ' DESPATCH ' TO
 SIR CHARLES BAGOT.
 BY SIR HARRY POLAND, K.C., INNER TEMPLE, F.R.HIST.S.
 Read November I6, I905.
 WRITERS on Canning have published from time to time
 various versions of this so-called ' rhyming despatch,' all of
 them incorrect; and it may therefore be desirable that the
 Royal Historical Society should record the true version and
 also the circumstances in which it came to be written.
 This can now be done, as Colonel Josceline Bagot 1 has
 kindly entrusted me with the original cypher despatch and
 some other papers for the purpose of being submitted to the
 Society.
 These were recently found by him amongst his valuable
 collection of papers which belonged to Sir Charles Bagot.
 In I825 and I826 negotiations were going on between
 the British Government and other Governments as to the
 duties to be charged on ships and goods. On January 26,
 I 826, Canning, who was then Foreign Secretary, and
 Huskisson, who was President of the Board of Trade, and the
 Prince de Polignac representing the French Government,
 signed a conventiona with regard to this matter on a fair
 and equitable footing of reciprocity.
 On January 27 Canning sent a despatch to Sir Charles
 1 Of Levens Hall, Westmorland, M.P. for the Kendal Division of West-
 morland, J.P., D.L. Westmorland, and C.C., and grandson of Sir Charles Bagot.
 For an account of Sir Charles Bagot see Dict. Nat. Siog. (Supplement), vol. i.
 p. 98.
 2 See the AnnxaZ Register for I826, 'Public Documents' 82, and Staze
 Papers, vol. xiii.
 N.S. TOL. XX. ]3
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 Bagot, who was then our Ambassador at the Hague, inform-
 ing him of this convention. The despatch 1 is as follows:-
 Foreign Office, January 27, I826.
 Sir C. Bagot.
 Sir,- I have great satisfaction in acquainting your Excellency
 that I, conjointly with Mr. Huskisson (as H.M. plenipotentiaries)
 yesterday signed with the Prince de Polignac (as plenipotentiary
 of his Most Christian Majesty) a convention of commerce and
 navigation by which all discriminating duties aXecting ships or
 goods in the intercourse between France and England are done
 away, and a foundation is laid for opening hereafter the colonies
 of each country to tile shipping and trade of the other.
 Your Excellency may communicate this intelligence to the
 Netherlands Government.
 We hope to exchange the ratifications of the convention before
 the opening of the Session. I am &c.,
 (Signed) GEORGE CANNING.
 Canning and Huskisson were, however, unable to come
 to any agreement with the Netherlands Goverslment, and
 accordingly the British Government determined to avail
 itself of the powers conferred by certain statutes2 to issue
 two ' Orders in Council 3 imposing an additionaS duty of
 zo per cent. upon Netherlands vessels and merchandise.'
 These Orders recite the statutes under which they were
 respectively made.
 Canning then sent a formal official despatch (not in
 cypher) to Sir Charles Bagot, which I will now read, and to
 which I call special attention.
 Foreign Office, January 3I, I826.4
 Sir C. Bagot.
 Sir, I enclose to your Excellency, for your information, copies
 c)f two Orders in Council, which were passed yesterday at Windsor,
 1 F.O. Holland, vol. cxlvii.
 2 5 Geo. IV. cap. I (I824) relates to vessels and 6 Geo. IV. cap. III (I825)
 relates to goods. These have since been repealed.
 3 See the Orders in Council in the London Ga2etze of January 3I, I826.
 4 This despatch has never been published or directly referred to before by any
 writer on Canning. For permission to search for and to copy this and the other
 despatches printed in this Paper from the Archives, the writer is indebted to the
 courtesy of the authorities of the Foreign Office who kindly gave him special
 perrhission for this purpose.
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 imposing an additional duty of 20 per cent. upon Netherlands vessels
 and merchandise.
 M. de Verstolk will hear this from Your Excellency without sur-
 prise, the Netherlands Government having been so frequently warned
 by your Excellency, and M. Falck by myself, that his Majesty's
 Government would be obliged to have recourse to this measure on
 the failure of the negotiation to place the commerce and navigatioll
 of C;reat Britain and the Netherlands on a fair and equitable footing
 of reciprocity.
 It is almost unnecessary to add that this measure being purely of
 a commercial nature and grounded on considerations of interest
 and policy, which either Government is at perfect liberty to adopt
 or to reject without offence to the other, the exercise of the power
 confided to his Majesty by Parliament is not intended, and we
 trust will not be understood by the Netherlands Government, as
 implying the smallest diminution of political friendship and good-
 will.
 (Signed) GEORGE CANNING.
 M. de Verstolk was the acting Foreign Minister for the
 Netherlands Government at the Hague, and M. Falck was
 the Minister to that Government in London.
 Canning appears at this time to have determined to play
 off his joke upon Bagot by sending him with the officia]
 despatch the cypher despatch, which is also dated January 3 I.
 For the joke to succeed, it was of course necessary that this
 should appear on the face of it to be an important despatch
 of a most confidential character. It has a formal heading
 and conclusion, and is signed by Canning himself.
 I have this 'despatch' now before me, but it will be
 desirable to continue the narrative before reading it.
 On the receipt of this ' despatch ' Bagot at once endeaZ
 voured to decypher it, but he was not able to do so, as he
 had not in his possession the proper cypher. He then at once
 wrote to Canning the following despatch, which speaks for
 itself:
 [2nd. Sccret] The Hague, Feb. 3, I826.
 Sir,-I sincerely hope that the circumstance will not be pro-
 ductive of any public inconvenience, but I am concerned to state
 that I do not possess any cypher by which I am enabled to decypher
 2
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 your despatch of the 3ISt of last month, which I received this
 morning. The only cypher belonging to this Embassy is letter S.
 I take the liberty of suggesting that it might be convenient at
 the present moment that I should be furnished with the cypher
 given to his Majesty's Ambassador at St. Petersburg, or at least
 with that of which his MajestyXs Minister at Berlin may be in posw
 session.
 I have the honour to be, with the highest respect, Sir,
 Your most obedient humble senant,
 (Signed) CHARLES BAGOT
 The Rt. Hon. George Canning.
 Canning continued the joke by sending to Bagot the
 following ' despatch ' which I will now read from the original.
 [3rd. Secre! ocnd Separate] Foreign Office, Febry. 6, I826.
 Sir, In consequence of your despatch marked Secre of the
 3rd instant, I send your Excellency the cyphers and the decyphers
 T and U, both of which are in the possession of his Majesty's
 Ambassador at St. Petersburg and His Majesty's Minister at Berlin.
 I regret the circumstance of your Excellency's not having been
 furnished with the proper cyphers, as I was anxious that your
 Excellency should receive with as little delay as possible the
 impression which has been made upon His Majesty's Government
 by the very opposite feelings and conduct which have been demon-
 strated by the Governments of the Netherlands and France in the
 late commercial negotiations with Great Britain.
 I am &c.
 (Signed) GEORGE CANNING.
 His Excellency the Rt. Honble Sir C. Bagot, K.B.
 This despatch was not in cypher, and was also unofficial;
 but Canning did send the cyphers which were wanted by
 Bagot, as the following ofXiczaS despatch of February 7 clearly
 shows:-
 [Secret] February 7, I826.
 Sir Charles Bagot.
 Sir, For the greater security of your Excellency's corre-
 spondence with H.M.'s several missions abroad, and with this de-
 partment upon occasions when it may not be necessary to send a
 special messenger, I furnish Your Excellency herewith with the
 cyphers and decypher T and U,
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 These cyphers, together with that marked S, are in the possession
 of H.M. missions at Paris, Vienna, Berlin, Petersburg, and Con-
 stantinople. Those marked S and T are in the possession of H.M.'s
 missions at Frankfort, Dresden, Copenhagen, and Stockholm.
 I have to signify to your Excellency the King's commands that
 you strictly attend to the instructions and precautions as to the use
 of these cyphers pointed out in the accompanying secret paper.
 I am &c.
 (Signed) GEORGE CANNING.
 What happened on the receipt of the cyphers the follow-
 ing charming private letter from Bagot to Canning clearly
 explains, and it also shows the intimate terms 1 on which they
 were, and how well Canning knesv that Bagot would enjoy
 the joke.
 [-Erivate] The Hague, Febry. I3, I826.
 My dear Canning, You have fretted me to fiddlestrings, and
 I have a great mind not to give you the satisfaction of ever knowing
 how completely your mystification of me has succeeded. It was
 more than you had a right to expect when you drew from me that
 solemn and official lamentation which I sent you of my inability to
 decypher His Majesty's commands; but, as the Devil would have it,
 your success did not end here. The post which brought me the
 decyphers arrived at eleven o'clock at night, when I had only time
 before I sent off the other messenger to read your grave regret at
 what had occurred and to acknowledge the receipt of the mail. The
 next morning Tierney 2 and I were up by cock-crow to make out ' la
 maudite depeche,' and it was not till after an hour of most indescrib-
 able anxietythatwewereput 'outofourfear' by finding whatitreally
 was, and that ' you Pyramus ' were not Pyramus, but only ' Bottom
 the weaver.'
 I could have slain you !; but I got some fun myself, for I after-
 wards put the fair de-cypher into Douglas's hands, who read it
 twice without moving a muscle, or to this hour discovering that
 it was not prose, and returned it to me, declaring that it was
 ' I have examined a very large number of Canning's letters to Bagot from
 I808 to the time of his death in I827, and they show that great warmth of friend-
 ship existed between them.
 2 Tierney referred to was George Tierney, the second secretary at the Hague.
 He was promoted as secretary to Munich in I828., Douglas was Andrew Snape
 Douglas, the secretary of the Embassy at the Hague, who resigned December I3,
 I 828.
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 ' oddly worded; but he had always had a feeling that the despatch
 must relate to discriminating duties.'
 C. BAGOT.
 The Right Hon. the Foreign Secretary.
 I will now read the cypher ' despatch ' from the decypher
 in Sir Charles Bagot's own handwriting.
 Decypher.
 [Separate> SecreZ, and ConhMenGial.]
 Foreign Office, January 31, I826.
 Sir,
 In matters of commerce the fault of the Dutch-
 Is offering too little and asking too much.
 The French are with equal advantage content,
 So we clap on Dutch bottoms just 20 per cent. 0
 (Chorus) 20 per cent., 20 [per] cent.
 (Chorus of English Custom House officers and French Douaniers):
 (English) We clap on Dutch bottoms just 20 per cent.
 (French) Vous frapperez Falck avec 20 per cent.
 I have no other commands from His Majesty to convey to your
 Excellency to-day.
 I am, with great truth and respect, Sir,
 Your Excellency's most obedient humble servant,
 GEORGE CANNING.
 His Excellency the Rt. Honble Sir Charles Bagot, K.B.
 It is singular that no writer on Canning, as far as I have
 been able to ascertain, has hitherto given the correct version
 of what has been regarded as the most famous and most
 often quoted of Zeux d'esprit.
 Take, for instance, the last writer on Canning, M-r.
 Temperley. He states that Canning 'never demanded ex-
 clusive rights for England in the matter of trade, but was
 prepared to retaliate against unfair and exceptional treat-
 ment,'. and his note upon this is as follows:-
 ' The famous rhyming despatch is an instance of Retalia-
 tion Canning to Sir Charles Bagot, I826:
 In matters of commerce the fault of the Dutch
 Is giving too little and asking too mucE.
 With equal protection the French.are content,
 So we'll lay on Dutch bottoms just twenty per cent.
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 Chorns of ofXicers: We'll lay on etc.
 Chorus of Douaniers: Nous frapperons Falck avec twenty
 per cent.
 The actual form and existence of this famous and unhappily
 unique despatch were questioned a few years ago. Fortu-
 nately the true and proper version has been discovered at
 the Foreign Office, a copy of which is placed at the Record
 Office, Holland, F.O. I47. The date is between January
 3t and February 20, I826, and is probably the earlier date.
 The circumstances explain themselves, but it may be noted
 that Falck was the Dutch Foreign Minister.' 1
 I am in a position to state positively that no recent dis-
 covery has been made in the Foreign Office as stated.
 The version quoted by Mr. Temperley is taken from the
 Greville Memoirs,2 April I 3, I 830. Greville gives the
 following account of it:- -
 April 13, I830.
 ' Breakfasted with Bunsen at the CCapitol.. . . Haddington 3 told
 the story of Canning's sending to Bagot a despatch in cipher contain-
 ing these lines:-
 [In matters of commerce &c. as quoted by Mr. Temperley.]
 He received the despatch at dinner, and sent it to be deciphered.
 After some hours they brought him word they did not know what to
 make of it, for it seemed to be in verse, when he at once saw there
 was a joke.'
 Mr. Temperley, I think, may have been misled by
 a memorandum inserted in I903 in the volume at the
 Record Office containing Canning's despatches of January
 I826.
 I have rls doubt that Mr. Temperley will take the
 opportunity of correcting this version in the second edition
 of his very valuable work.
 A moment's consideration will show how inferior the
 l Ltje of Canni?g, by H. W. V. Temperley, I905, pp. I92, I93, and 264.
 2 7'he GrevilEe Memoirs, a journal vf the Reigns of King George IV. and
 William IV., p. 326 (I874).
 3 Lord Haddington, ninth Earl, Lord Lieutenant oftIreland, First Lord of the
 Admiralty, Lord Privy Seal, &c.
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 Greville version is to the true version; for instance, take the
 second line:-
 Is giving too little and asking too much.
 ' OXering' is better than ' giving,' as people negotiating- do
 not give and ask, but offer and ask.
 Take the third line .-
 With equalproMeXion the French are content.
 There was no protection in the matter, as the convention
 shows.
 Take the chorus: ' Chotus of ogicers*' What officers ?
 Take the chorus of the Douaniers: 'Nous frapperons
 Falck avec twenty per cent.' This is nonsense, because the
 Douaniers did not strike any blow at Falck, as they had
 nothing to do with the ' Orders in Council.'
 There is another version given by Mr. Bell (I846), Mr.
 F. H. Hill (I887) and Mr. W. Alison Phillips (I903), which
 is as follows:-
 In matters of commerce the fault of the Dutch
 Is giving too little and asking too much;
 With equal advantage the French are content,
 So we'll clap on Dutch bottoms a 20 per cent.
 Twenty per cent.,
 Twenty per cent,
 Nous frapperons Falck with twenty per cent.
 GEORGE CANNING.
 Sir Henry Lytton Bulwer (Lord Dalling) in his ' His-
 torical Characters ' (Canning) has yet another lrersion, which
 is as follows:-
 Oear Bagot, in commerce the fault of the Dutch
 Is giving too little and asking too much,
 So since on this policy Mynheer seems bent,
 WVe'll clap on his vessels just 20 per cent.
 Not one single line of this is correct, and, moreover,
 Sir Henry Lytton Bulwer says with regard to Canning:
 'But though always ready for business, he would not
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 57 scruple to introduce a piece of drollery into the most serious
 analrs. . .
 * * . * * * r
 The important paper and it was important contained
 something like the following doggerel' [as quoted by me
 above].
 This is really moonshine, as the formal official despatch
 of January 3I, I826, from the Foreign Secretary to the
 Ambassador, announcing the decision of the British Govern-
 ment, shows. It is therefore futile to say that the cypher
 was important.
 Mr. J. A. R. Marriott in his interesting work ('George
 Canning and His Times,' I903 p. 5) has also done Canning
 injustice in this matter. He says that-
 ' Diplomacy is a game, but it has to be played with an
 attempt at seriousness. Canning, however, was from first to
 last incorrigible. His despatch to Sir Charles Bagot, our
 Ambassador at the Hague, has often been quoted as an
 instance in point. The crisis was an acute one, and the
 despatch was in cipher. With infinite pains the attaches
 unravelled it thus.'
 He then quotes the absurd version given by Bulwer.
 It certainly is remarkable that anyone could have seriously
 supposed that Canning when Foreign Secretary was so
 frivolous as to send a State paper of importance to the
 British Ambassador at the Hague in the form of humorous
 and witty verses. Mr. Marriott has, however, sinned with
 Mr. Bell,l Mr. Hill,2 Sir Henry Lytton Bulwer,3 Mr. Alison
 Phillips,4 and Mr. Temperley. None of the other writers
 upon Canning, so fat as I am aware, refer to this subject.
 t lthe Life of fAe Rt. Gon. George Canning, by Robert Bell. Chapman and
 Hall, I846, p. 345.
 2 English Worthies. Edited by Andrew LaIlg. George Canning, by
 Frank H. Hill. Longmans, I887, p. I90.
 3 Eistorical Characters, by Sir EIenry Lytton Bulwer, 1868; Canning t56
 Brilliant Man, voL ii. pp. 42Is 422.
 4 George Canning, by W. Alison Phillips, I903. I2 Illustrations. Methuen
 and Co., 36 Essex Street, W.C., pp. I69, I70.
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 I may add that the correspondence between Canning and
 Bagot is set out in that learned, useful, and instructive
 publication 'Notesand Queries' (I868),whichnowriterought
 to neglect, as it is really a mine of information.
 The origin of the apocryphal versions of the ' rhyming
 despatch ' above referred to can be easily conjectured. We
 have seen that in Greville's time a certain version was current
 about town; but the Greville ' Memoirs ' referred to were not
 published until the year I874, although the version referred to
 was preserved therein in I830. Two years later another
 version, that used by Bell and his followers, seems to have
 received currency through an article in the ' Foreign Quarterly
 Review' of May 1832, entitled 'The Reciprocity System.'
 The writer states that the copy printed by him was ' a literal
 copy of this important communication made by the com-
 mand of His Britannic Majesty to his Minister at the Hague.' 1
 This version seems to have been known to Dutch writers,
 who naturally have taken much interest in the subject.
 In I868 an interesting controversy took place in the
 Dutch ' Notes and Queries ' about the rhvming ' despatch,' and
 Mr. van Lerlnep, the Dutch poet, published what he believed
 was the correct text, which was in substance the same as
 that given by Bell. The fourth line, however, was: 'So
 we'll clap on Dutch cottons with twenty per cent.) And
 there was also another slight variation.
 Professor Tideman of Amsterdam then applied to ' Notes
 -and Queries' here, to settle the question. In answer one
 correspondent said that the first line was, ' In making of
 treaties the fault of the Dutch' &c., and the Frencll were
 not specially referred to. Then came the reply from ' M. R.,'
 1 This is referred to by N. G. van Kampen in his Geschiedenis van den Yijf-
 tienjarigen Vrede in Ezgropa (I832), p. 272. I am indebted for this reference to
 the Third Secretary of the British Legation at the Hague, Mr. G. A. Mounsey, and
 to Dr. T. van Riemsdyk, the Dutch archivist, who observes that during his recent
 visit to London Dr. Colenbrander, the learned editor of the despatches relating
 to the Netherlands in the English archives, searched in vain for this rhyming
 despatch.
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 59 who states that 'Some years ago I received from a friend,
 who had seen the original despatches, the following copies of
 Mr. Canning's diplomatic zeu Sesprit and the correspondence
 to which it gave rise. I enclose them, as the naYvetE of our
 minister at the Hague greatly enhances the humorous success
 of the Foreign Secretary's whim.'
 I am indebted to ' Notes and Queries X 1 for the communi-
 cations from Bagot to Canning printed above.
 The cypher despatch again appears in ' Notes and
 Queries,' gth Series, p. 270.
 The cypher despatch also appears in the ' Spectator ' of
 May I6, I903, having been communicated by me in reply to
 the request of a correspondent for the true version. This
 correspondent signs himself ' An Old Dip,' 2 and states that he
 was attached to the Legation at the Hague ' before the middle
 of the last century,' and that 'he had in vain searched the
 archives of the Legation for a trace of the precious docu-
 ment.' He then quotes another version, which he says his
 ' chief, who had himself been employed under Canning,' gave
 him and which he ' declared to be the correct text,' but this is
 obviously incorrect.3 ' An Old Dip ' says that ' it would be
 interesting to know the authority for any of the variations
 of Canning's oft-quoted rhyming despatch.' We know now
 that the reason why no trace of the ' precious document ' was
 to be found in the archives of the Legation is that it, being
 a private and not an official document, was taken away by
 Sir Charles Bagot, and doubtless no entry was made in the
 books of the Embassy relating to it.
 The present production to the Society of the original
 cypher despatch with this brief narrative will, I trust, prevent
 in future any further mistakes on the subject.4
 l Kotes and Queries, 4th Series, pp. 267-303, 427-438.
 2 See letter signed ' An Old Dip ' in Spectafor for April I8, I903, p. 609.
 3 This is another version, and it makes the English Custom House officers
 speak in French.
 4 In addition to the more important texts and commentaries cited above, it
 could be shown that incorrect versions of the srhyming despatch' occur in
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 It has been suggested to me by the Director of this
 Society, Mr. Hubert Hall, to whom I am indebted for much
 assistance in the preparation of this Paper, that the present
 communication would be of interest. It may possibly be
 considered that I have overlaboured this matter, but I may
 perhaps say, with Pericles in the play, that-
 ' truth can never be confirm'd enough,
 Though doubts did ever sleep.'
 several other works, some of which are in frequent use. As instances in point,
 I may refer to the following: Kewl,EngSish Dictionary, article 4 Dutch,' quoting
 Lyra Zegantiarum (ed. Locker"Lampson); Sgories of the Streets of London
 by H. Barton Baker.
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